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Introduction

At the start of the 21st century, the United Nations organisation is facing a critical debate on its future. As the institution at the heart of multilateral diplomacy in the world it is struggling to find a new equilibrium, continuing relevance and effectiveness, after the end of the Cold War. In a world in which one superpower – the United States of America – has become the overwhelmingly dominant player, especially in military terms, the whole concept of multilateral diplomacy as the means to provide global security and prosperity has been called into question. The US-led war in Iraq divided the world, and split the traditional western allies of the Cold War era. The US administration and its coalition, including the UK, launched their military intervention ostensibly to defend the credibility of the UN and uphold its resolutions, which had been flouted by the Iraqi regime of Saddam Hussein. Yet opponents of the war, including France, Germany and Russia, declared that by taking action without specific sanction from the UN Security Council the coalition forces were themselves undermining the integrity of the UN system.

Britain and France, as two of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, have contributed greatly to the development of the institution. Both countries were instrumental in its establishment, and both have a huge vested interest in its continuing strength and relevance. As nations with a long historical tradition of global intervention, but far fewer military and financial resources than the US, their privileged position in the Security Council is an essential part of their capacity to influence the sole superpower, and promote their common interests in conflict-resolution and world stability. Yet the two countries found themselves on opposite sides over the war in Iraq, divided by the question of how best to bolster the UN system, and yet influence the US administration.

This seminar sought to identify both the common ground between the two countries on the future of the UN, and their differences, while seeking to set out a clear vision for the organisation in the new world order.

In his opening remarks, Alain Dejammet, co-chairman and former French ambassador to the UN, said the organisation had performed a vital role in maintaining global peace and stability in the past. The question was how it might continue in the future, and whether Britain and France could remain as influential within the UN in the coming century, as they had been during the past five decades.

Sir Jeremy Greenstock, co-chairman and former UK ambassador to the UN, said the most important challenge to the UN was in the field of security, but that was not the only challenge. The British and French roles were critical both in defining the role of the organisation, and promoting effective action.

“In the past, when the UK and France agreed in the Security Council, nobody could stop us,” he said. They did not always agree – most recently and notably over Iraq – but they agreed far more often than they disagreed. That was particularly true on questions concerning Africa, both about conflict resolution and economic development. More often than not, France and Britain were the Security Council members that drafted the successful resolutions, producing results not just in Africa, but during the past decade in the Balkans, and in East Timor. Their similar historical experience and range of global interests most often brought them together, although they frequently approached questions in a dissimilar way.

Sir Jeremy said that questions of security at the UN went well beyond purely military security, but were bound up with questions of poverty alleviation, protecting the environment, and the cultural and economic polarisation of the world.

There were built-in structural flaws within the UN system, but the challenge of reform was to adapt those structures “without damaging more than we can repair”. It was important to understand the UN as the totality of its member states, and not merely as the UN secretariat and its agencies. The secretariat was becoming “increasingly professional, capable and courageous,” and to some extent better funded than it had been in the past. The UN should be seen not just as a talking shop, but as a structure for member states to resolve difficulties.

I - The UN in a New Context

Session One addressed the range of issues against which the UN’s whole effectiveness and legitimacy were now being measured. These included: the failure to secure implementation of its own resolutions; the US and UK’s consequent resort to a “coalition of the willing” for military intervention in Iraq, bypassing both the UN and NATO; the improbability of the UNSCR ever wresting the monopoly of the use of  force from its Permanent Members; the acrimonious legacy of the most divisive post Cold War Question (Iraq) and disagreement over the extent to which “universal” values and western notions of progress and sustainable development were acceptable to the cultures or to societies at different stages of economic development; the fact that the prime  movers in the UN do not regard themselves as answerable to a global constituency; and the lack of consensus on what the UN should or should not do. Crucially it did not yet have either the resources or the clarity of purpose which would enable it to meet an ever-increasing volume of expectations.

 On the positive side, the seminar revealed a shared analysis of the UN’s unique strengths. Specifically, the UN was a valuable source of legitimacy; it exists and is the “best we have got” in terms of multinational governance; it has the merit of including almost the entire global community. No other international organisation came close to matching these credentials and it has accumulated a fund of experience, norms and principles for encouraging orderly relations between states and sustainable development on a global basis. These considerations should underpin discussion in the following session on reform of the UN.

(a) Impact of threats since the end of the cold war

Lord Garden, of King’s College, London, introduced the first debate with an assessment of the new threats since the end of the Cold War.

Beginning with the first Gulf War, he emphasised how that operation had been limited in its aim, and had brought together “an unprecedented alliance of nations” with a clear goal: to reverse the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, and prevent Saddam Hussein from threatening any other neighbours. The international response was successful, and provided a very hopeful sign for future co-operation.

Yet the very next challenge produced a less coherent response. In former Yugoslavia, the international community started badly, although its performance improved over time. There were important differences between the US and the European countries over the best means of conflict prevention, with the US always preferring to be more muscular than the Europeans. However all NATO partners agreed on the military intervention in Kosovo, which gave that operation an important degree of international legitimacy, in spite of its not having specific authorisation from the UN Security Council (because of the expectation of a Russian veto).

There were mixed lessons for the UN efforts at peace-making and peace-keeping in other conflicts, Lord Garden said. In both Lebanon and Somalia, US forces were specifically targetted and subsequently withdrawn, suggesting to potential adversaries that “if you kill enough Americans, they will go home”. The US experience, especially in Somalia, undermined American support for any subsequent UN intervention in African conflicts, including in Rwanda. In East Timor, however, the international organisations led by the UN had demonstrated their effectiveness in ending a bloody post-colonial conflict, and enabling the territory to achieve internationally recognised independence.

The terrorist attacks against the US on September 11, 2001, had a dramatic effect on the whole debate in the US over how best to enforce global security. The NATO allies invoked Article V of their founding treaty – declaring that an attack on one member was an attack on them all – but the US responded by saying it would decide on its own coalition of allies in future actions. “The mission determines the coalition,” as Donald Rumsfeld, the US defence secretary, put it. That seriously undermined the close and permanent alliance within NATO.

Although the international intervention in Afghanistan enjoyed wide international support, it amounted to “a sea change in the way the international community carried out military operations” he said. The subsequent military intervention in Iraq was much more troublesome: the most divisive and difficult post-Cold War operation. Angry public exchanges between former allies had left “a lot of wounds to be patched up”.

Other international conflicts showed very little sign of resolution. There was no progress on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Indeed, the confrontation seemed to be getting worse. As for the simmering Kashmir conflict between India and Pakistan, the world only seemed to pay attention when both sides exploded nuclear weapons. Neither there, nor in the Korean peninsula, had any breakthrough been made in defusing tension.

Lord Garden drew three lessons. First, he said the US had learned that it was unwise to attempt to act alone. “If you do not go in as a group of nations acting together, it is very difficult to get support subsequently,” he said. Second, UN legitimacy had become more, not less, important. Although imperfect, it was still important. The very fact that it was so difficult to obtain a second Security Council resolution to justify the intervention in Iraq “reflected the way the world felt…It was a strength of the UN, not a weakness.” Two permanent members had failed to bully the rest of the Security Council into action they did not wish to support. Third, Nato had shown that it was the one military alliance that could be used by the UN, and that it was capable of being a great peacemaker.

Philippe Moreau Defarges, researcher at the IFRI, used the image of a cripple to describe the UN. It was like Oedipus, another cripple who had taken upon himself all the crimes of humanity. “It is lame: a rotten structure, but it is the best we have got,” he said.

Lame or not, the Security Council today was functioning “normally” for the first time since the Cold War. It was a genuine place for debate. On any issue, the key question was whether there would be a veto by a permanent member or would there be a majority for a clear Security Council resolution? There was no automatic stalemate, as there had been so often in the Cold War.

The UN was created in 1946 for a different set of problems. It was intended then primarily to prevent wars between nation states. That challenge still exists (for example, in the confrontation between China and Taiwan, with the US standing behind Taiwan), but the list of potential problems has lengthened dramatically.

International crime and terrorism were new challenges: Osama bin Laden was an “entrepreneur of terrorism, faced with a formidable market of men and materials”. The UN was also expected to supervise all movement and communication around the globe, without stopping them. At the same time, social solidarity was weaker, both nationally and internationally. Traditional social pacts had become fragile, undermining hopes of a wider consensus. “The UN is rather overwhelmed by the sheer complexity of its tasks.”

The organisation was attempting to respond on several fronts. In the first place, it attempted to cobble together solutions with a sort of international do-it-yourself kit, from Cambodia to East Timor (both relative successes). It was also seeking to answer new challenges by building new institutions, such as the international war crimes tribunals for Rwanda and former Yugoslavia, and the International Criminal Court.

Second, it was the main source providing legitimacy for international action. He agreed with Lord Garden that the international division over Iraq was a sign not of UN failure, but of UN success. “It forced countries to return to the UN, and proved that the UN was the place for legitimisation. It was needed.”

The third UN response was to seek to transfer the prerogative for the use of force from member states to the Security Council. But in that ambition it had failed. “It is a beautiful dream, but it does not work,” said M. Moreau Defarges. The biggest states would never renounce that right (to use force), neither the US nor China, in particular. It was at the heart of their sovereignty.

So the UN would remain a cripple, he said. It cannot eliminate violence or the use of force.

In the discussion, Stephane Verclytte, former defence adviser to Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, said last year’s events should not be seen in too negative a light. To be sure, there had been two serious setbacks: the multilateral system had failed to follow up the first Gulf War by enforcing UN resolutions over Iraq; and then the sole superpower had decided to act unilaterally, without UN approval. He asked if the UN might be better able to prevent conflicts if it had an improved capacity to anticipate them. And he also asked if the European Union should not do more itself to build the instruments necessary for such advance analysis, and conflict prevention.

Tony Baldry, MP, said that it was impossible to disregard the fact that the US had simply taken action, and ignored the UN over Iraq. There was an urgent need for a better transatlantic dialogue with the US. At present the relevant UK-US parliamentary group met just once a year for a “hail-fellow-well-met” party. Both Britain and France, as permanent members of the Security Council, should concentrate on practical ways of improving the dialogue with US decision-makers.

Alex Evans, special adviser to the UK Secretary of State for International Development, said it was important to include other challenges to international security on the UN agenda, such as protection of the environment, economic development, tackling HIV/Aids, etc. Co-ordination was not good enough between government departments, and not good enough between UN agencies. He cited the growing conflict and crisis in the western Darfur region of Sudan, which was as much about desertification as civil war.

Georges Le Guelte, director of research at IRIS, said that terrorism and proliferation of weapons of mass destruction were now top of the list of global security threats, but there was no single arm of the UN dealing with all WMD. Moreover, the UN had failed to persuade Israel, India and Pakistan to obey the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. It was the responsibility of member states, not the UN Secretariat, to impose sanctions or other forms of enforcement. They had failed to do so.

Maurice Fraser, of the London School of Economics, said the key question was how to make multilateralism more effective. It was most sensible to work with existing institutions: the UN was the only organisation with a global security remit. NATO was the world’s most effective military alliance. The answer therefore was to give the UN teeth by awarding a role in its security operations to NATO.

But he warned that France was not enthusiastic about the process of giving NATO a new lease of life. “We should not be handicapped by the thinking that NATO risks being seen as an instrument of American power,” he said. “If we are held back by that, maybe NATO has outlived its utility.”

Dr Phyllis Starkey, MP, said part of the role of providing security was to protect people from their own governments. But this meant often interfering in the internal affairs of nation states. That is what was meant by “humanitarian intervention”. Yet the UN had failed for decades to protect the rights of Palestinians in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

General Jean Rannou, former chief of staff of the Air Force, said that only a few countries were capable of waging war outside their own territory. There were also very few states that would defend human rights. One could not expect a country such as Libya to defend human rights.

Admiral Jacques Lanxade, former chief of staff of the Army, said the UN had not adapted to the end of the bi-polar world after the Cold War. “The West has won,” he said. “But we have discovered in ourselves the barriers (that still exist) to universal values. What about the criminal behaviour of the West towards the rest of the world? Many resolutions have been passed in connection with the Israel-Palestine conflict, but never applied.”

He said it was essential to give new credibility to the UN, and that meant making it a more democratic organisation. The veto rights of the Permanent Five should be restricted so that they were only allowed to use them when their own national interests were at stake.

He raised the issue of countries such as Britain and France placing their armed forces under UN command. “It gives us some big problems,” he said. “We cannot hand over soldiers to the UN and then abandon all concern for what they are doing.” This had caused real difficulties in the former Yugoslavia. There was a gap between the UN Security Council and command of forces on the ground.

Professor Paul Taylor, Director of the European Institute at the London School of Economics, said it was increasingly widely accepted that states should maintain certain standards of behaviour towards their own citizens. However there were still some people – including many on the American right wing – who believed the UN should not intervene at all in internal conflicts, and that people should be allowed to fight and kill each other. Ironically, the conflict in Iraq had been precipitated by those who believed it was wrong to intervene in the internal affairs of UN member states.

Jacques Villemain, from the French foreign ministry, contrasted the tactics of the UK and France towards the US. Both had failed to influence the US administration, he argued. France blocked a second UN resolution, but failed to stop the war. Britain backed the war, and failed to wield any discernible influence in Washington over its timing and conduct. He challenged both countries to find a way of combining their common interests in order to moderate the actions of the US in a more coherent way.

Assia Sixou, from the French embassy in London, said there was a real problem of credibility for the UN – and the western countries within it – in the Middle East. Failure to resolve the Palestinian question was the most important issue in the Arab world. UN backing for the interim Iraqi administration would not necessarily give it legitimacy in Arab eyes. “The legitimacy of the UN is in question in a very large part of the world.”

“It is not just the UN that is lame,” said M. Dejammet. “We are all a bit lame.”

Lord Garden concluded by saying that the US can do whatever it wants, regardless of the attitude of other UN members, but it has to pay a price. Iraq had cost it a lot financially and in human lives.

He argued against setting up any sort of UN army, although he said the UN could set standards and organise training for the peacekeeping forces it might require.

M. Moreau Defarges argued against making Nato a sort of UN army. “That time is past,” he said. “It won’t work.” He also said that although states could no longer be regarded as closed entities, there was deep resentment at any state – such as the former British empire – claiming the right to intervene in their affairs. “We must be careful that people do not spit in our faces”, he said.

Sir Jeremy Greenstock said it was still important to define what the UN was capable of doing, and what it could not. “We have a system of international law, but we do not have a way of compelling its implementation,” he said. “What the UN can and cannot do is becoming increasingly divisive.”

(b) Issues arising from economic and cultural globalisation

Senateur Jacques Chaumont launched a discussion of the UN in the context of economic and cultural globalisation. He quoted the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, asking whether the UN should be an “instrument of regulation” or just a “bank of ideas” in the economic development process. He questioned the conditionality insisted upon by the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, in return for their assistance. The World Bank could be seen as the nurse giving medical assistance after the brutal medicine administered by the IMF.

Developed countries had been strongly criticised for maintaining their agricultural subsidies and industrial tariffs, but it was not the job of the UN to take up the cudgels.

On the question of cultural standards, Senateur Chaumont questioned the ability of the UN to set common goals, for example on the role of women, in such different systems as Islam, Christianity and Buddhism. Some common human rights standards could be set, such as the prevention of torture, but it was best to be modest in the objectives one sets for the entire world community.

Lord Wallace, professor of international relations at LSE, said the world was facing a double explosion – in the size of its population, and the number of sovereign states. In the 19th century Europe had exported 100m people, as its population expanded with growing prosperity. Now Europe was hoping to contain the consequences of the modernisation process it had begun in the rest of the world 150 years ago – without allowing developing countries to export their excess population, as Europe had done before.

“We cannot stop it,” he said. “Diasporas already exist, so links are inevitable.”

One challenge for the west was to decide whether to accelerate that modernisation process. Concepts concerning emancipation of women in society, promoting contraception to control the spread of sexual diseases, fighting corruption in government, were all very western ideas. But the fundamental western idea of promoting limitless economic growth “no longer fits our world.” Globalisation rested on western ideas and western assumptions, but the west was no longer quite sure it was in favour.

“Should we be telling China, Brazil or India not to follow the path we took, because the costs will be much greater for them?” he asked. “Should we be taxing aviation fuel or raising taxes on petrol?” Such ideas were not easy to put across to western electorates. They were not ready to accept more regulation. “Remote and complex governments are imposing limitations on the way they live. How long can we persuade our publics to accept continuing waves of refugees from disturbed parts of the world?”

The European Union needed to stabilise and promote development in its “near abroad” such as North Africa, to stem the tide of immigration. That would require far more generous opening of its markets to North African exports, often in competition with European products. Western governments would have to be less dishonest about their international agenda, overhauling their agricultural subsidy regimes, and opening their textile markets.

“We must co-opt the intermediate states,” Lord Wallace said. The international institutions were still organised according to western concepts, and on the assumption of western domination. “We have got to spread the burden,” he said. “The G20 (group of developing countries) must become more relevant than the G8 (group of industrialised states).” Then the concept of sustainable development must be reconciled with traditional western ideas of continual economic progress.

Sir Jeremy Greenstock said that problems were global, but those who decided on solutions remained the most powerful nation states. “Those who hold the power are not accountable to a global constituency. The superpower that holds most power regards itself as accountable to the American people – who have not asked to be the arbiters of global problems.”

Alex Evans said that the soaring per capita consumption in the wealthy developed states was a greater threat to sustainable development than population growth in the Third World. “Global consumption of certain goods will have to come down.”

He argued that although some global institutions operated according on the principle of one nation-one vote, while others such as the international financial institutions used a gross domestic product key in voting, none used a population key. “The only way we will get developing countries on board is to accept the logic of population size,” he said.

Jacques Villemain said there was a need to reconsider the financing of international institutions, whose funds were incapable of meeting the growing demands upon them. “With population growth, it means reducing universal programmes and replacing them with voluntary programmes.” Voluntary contributions meant UN agencies lost their autonomy, because the states paying the money did so with a view to a particular programme. The donors imposed conditions. For example, the regular budget of the World Health Organisation pays only for the headquarters building. All its programmes are financed by voluntary contributions.

Thierry Dedieu, from the CFDT trade union confederation, said sustainable development meant that present consumption should not threaten future consumption. There should be three pillars to such development: economic, social and environmental. Companies needed to be more transparent about their operations, and report for example on the climatic consequences of their activities. An economic and social security council at the UN should co-ordinate the work of the social and economic agencies in promoting sustainable development.

Professor John Groom, from the University of Kent, asked how non-state actors could be enfranchised in a system based on sovereign states. One way was through global conferences, such as the women’s conference, or the world population conference. There had been a structural change in UN activities, not reflected in the UN charter, but in the functioning of the system itself. There was a tension in the system between human needs and institutional needs, with bureaucracies becoming self-perpetuating, even when set up to focus on human needs.
II - The future of the UN and the role of France and the UK in responding to the pressure for change.

In Session Two, participants agreed that both France and Britain have much at stake in the UN’s continuing central role in world affairs and in its improved effectiveness. Both have worldwide interests and a global perspective in their foreign policies; both simultaneously benefit from and are vulnerable to globalisation; and both are at the heart of all the multilateral institutions. Yet neither is able to protect and promote its global interests on its own. Although the disagreement on Iraq polarised the two countries, it was important to ringfence this episode and to concentrate instead on working more effectively together.

The discussion on the future of the UN revolved around several themes. These focussed on: prioritising terrorism as the principal threat to global security; controlling the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction; completing the Doha trade round agreement; and working on  agreement and coordinated action with the US. In terms of reform of the UN’s institutions, the discussion concentrated on the case for the UN to have a permanent military force; enlargement of the Security Council; increasing the powers of the Secretary General; and ensuring respect for the UN’s own  resolutions. 

The session revealed a strong consensus in favour of the UK and France retaining their present status as permanent members of the Security Council, and working more effectively together in that capacity. Specifically, participants agreed on the road to sharpen the tools of “soft power” and, as Lord Hannay put it, to bring something to the table; to engage more fully and effectively with NGOs;  to reform working practices in the Security Council; to work more strenuously to define a collective “EU position”; to define a more constructive relationship with the US on the basis of an effective and balanced partnership, rather than “multipolarity”; and to keep sights  trained on the biggest prize: effective multilateralism.

(a) How  to respond to the demands on the UN system and the pressure for change

 Lord Hannay, former UK permanent representative at the UN, said he would seek to move from analysis of what works and what does not work in the UN system to prescription for the future, with a special emphasis on the contribution Britain and France might make. As a member of the UN Secretary-General’s Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change, he would relate his ideas to the thinking going on there.

He began from the assumption that no two members of the UN have a greater stake in its central role in world affairs, and continuing effectiveness, than Britain and France: both have worldwide interests and a global perspective in their foreign policies; both simultaneously benefit from and are vulnerable to globalisation; and both are at the heart of all the multilateral institutions; yet neither is able to protect and promote its global interests on its own. Nevertheless, their behaviour belied what they have in common.

“If we are being honest with ourselves, we need to recognise that over the last 18 months we have each done more to damage the UN than to strengthen it,” he said. “Each in our different way has tested the system to destruction.” The UK had done so by deciding to support the US in  the invasion of Iraq, without obtaining a new Security Council mandate. France had done so “by turning the UN Security Council into a cockpit for confrontational debate in the run-up to the war, turning its back on the virtues of quiet diplomacy.”

He argued, however, that Iraq was a one-off episode, rather than the first in a string of US-led coalitions of the willing, and it should be possible for the UK and France to put their differences behind them.

Lord Hannay listed the new threats facing the UN. Apart from international terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, he singled out state failure, ethnic cleansing, gross abuses of humanitarian law, and even genocide. Amongst the old disputes still festering he named Palestine, Kashmir and the Korean peninsula. There were also all the less direct threats to security that required attention, such as extremes of poverty and inequality, environmental degradation, scarcity of resources, and pandemic diseases such as AIDS. It was a vast agenda that required a broad worldwide consensus in order to ensure a successful programme of counteraction.

Such a programme would include:

· Strengthening the UN counter-terrorism network, and seek to outlaw attacks on innocent civilians

· Reinforcing regimes to control proliferation of WMD

· Help for weaker countries to prevent transfer of WMD to terrorists

· Top priority for new search for Arab-Israeli peace

· More robust processes to tackle state failure, including criteria for intervention to protect individuals

· Strengthening the capacity of regional security organisations for peacemaking and conflict resolution, and build them where they do not exist (as in the Gulf)

· Widening the G8 to include the main developing countries

· A new push for aid and debt relief, including completing the Doha trade round

Britain and France could agree on most of this agenda, although agricultural trade reforms might be a source of friction, he said. Within the UN, reform of the Security Council would be a tricky subject – but British and French interests in preserving their status as permanent members tended to coincide. “We will need to hang together if we are not to hang separately,” he suggested.

All of these ideas required the strengthening of global institutions. The great unknown was the attitude of whatever US administration emerged after the elections in November. “Will it be one more willing than in recent times to work with us to achieve effective multilateralism?” he asked. “Or will it be more wedded to a unilateral approach or perhaps even showing isolationist tendences following its setbacks in Iraq?”

What was not helpful was to indulge in a great debate between Britain and France on polarity – unipolarity versus multipolarity. The balance of power would change, but he rejected the idea that a pursuit of multipolarity should be the guiding principle of foreign policy, as some seemed to suggest in France. “To do that would not only be likely to divide Britain and France and also the European Union, but it would work against the achievement of effective multilateralism, at the UN and elsewhere, which requires the building of a new consensus if it is to get anywhere.”

Admiral Lanxade said it was all very well to say we should now back the US in the reconstruction of Iraq. We must recognise that the US image in the Arab world was now so badly damaged that it was impossible to help them “without a pretty radical change in the US attitude to the Israel-Palestine conflict.”

As far as NATO was concerned, “the moment has come to have a profound transformation of that alliance into a partnership, not of 25 nations, but mainly between the US and the European Union.” The idea of European defence should not be opposed to NATO, but become part of a genuine partnership.

Stephane Verclytte said it was important to recognise that US and European strategic interests did not always coincide. There were also times when the US needed Europe to act, for example in Africa. He agreed that it was unhelpful to emphasise the goal of multipolarity.

Philippe Moreau Defarges said the ideas of multilateralism and multipolarity were sometimes confused in the French way of thinking, and assumed to be the same thing. In reality they were opposites. Multilateralism assumed a world in which all states were equal, at least in theory.

Jacques Villemain said making war on terrorism the first priority created problems. There was a logic in the Middle East that required resolving the Israel-Palestinian conflict first, and then promoting democracy throughout the region. It would be impossible to agree on a common definition of terrorism before that was done.

Paul Taylor said multilateralism was a framework within which politics were practised. Alliances were made within that system, including to determine the agenda. There were occasions when some Americans “are deeply committed to agendas which we would not like”. On such occasions, within the multilateral system, it would be necessary to build up alternative centres of power.”

Lord Hannay agreed completely with the need to persuade the US to make the Arab-Israel conflict a top priority after the elections. But helping in the reconstruction of Iraq could not wait for that. Collapse of the new arrangements in Iraq would be a disaster. “Do not link the two, although of course they affect each other.”

As for EU partnership with America, “Europeans must speak with a single voice, and bring something to the table. At the moment, we do not do either.” In Africa, the Americans were pretty happy to leave it to Europe. As far as nation-building in failed states was concerned, President Bush had realised his original remarks rejecting nation-building had come back to haunt him. “They realise both soft power and hard power are essential.”

He said the UN Panel would conclude there was no sense in having a hierarchy of different threats and challenges. In the end, they all had to be addressed. While it was quite right to say that terrorism was fuelled by the conflicts in Palestine and Kashmir, that should not mean it was impossible to tackle terrorism until those disputes were settled.

(b) Policy responses and institutional responses

On this subject, Andre Lewin, former ambassador and UN spokesman, said the UN had already lasted four times longer than its ill-fated predecessor, the League of Nations. It was unrealistic to think it would be possible to reinvent it, or start again from scratch, in order to make a more effective international body to cope with all the new threats. It was necessary instead to try to reform and improve the organisation we have.

The founding charter of 1945 was a remarkable document, and if it were fully respected, it would be enough simply to redress some of the text, but above all to change some of the individual and collective ways of behaviour. Some had already adapted with time: the search for consensus that was common today did not exist in the founding charter.

M. Lewin suggested a range of ideas to revitalise the UN institutions, and make them more effective. One would be to put a permanent military force at the disposal of the secretary general. This could be the Eurocorps established by several EU member states, or the EU rapid reaction force, or NATO’s new reaction force. Another proposal would be to supplement the existing budget with the proceeds of a tax on speculative capital movements, or arms sales. Another possible source of income might be from seizures of bank deposits derived from money laundering or corruption.

Enlargement of the UN security council should be considered, up to a maximum of 30 members. This could include another 10 permanent members, such as the five most populous countries, and the five biggest budget contributors, in addition to the present Permanent Five. A better balance of responsibilities between the UN general assembly and the UN security council should be worked out – with the security council acting to deal with immediate crises, while the assembly would vote on questions of conflict prevention and more general issues, including texts of universal significance.

The UN secretary general should be urged to make more systematic use of his powers of initiative (under Article 99 of the UN charter), and bring issues more often to the attention of the Security Council when they were threatening global peace and security.

He suggested there should be more naming and shaming of countries, their leaders or companies, found guilty of violating human rights, or practising corruption, or financing international terrorism. They should be brought more swiftly before international tribunals.

Another important issue was how to ensure that UN member states respected the resolutions they had voted for. As for countries that launched military attacks across their borders, or even within their borders, a system of sanctions should be made introduced, with a sort of yellow card and red card system, as in football. The former would amount to suspension, the latter to ultimate expulsion for violations of the UN charter.

Sam Daws, executive director designate of the UN Association-UK, covered four principal areas of potential change to the UN: reform and enlargement of the Security Council; the creation of an Economic and Social Security Council; greater involvement of non-governmental organisations and civil society; and the criteria for humanitarian intervention and pre-emptive action.

On humanitarian intervention, he said that although there was much less willingness to allow governments to cite sovereignty as a shield behind which they commit human rights abuses, there had been little progress in agreeing on the criteria that could be used to guide international intervention.

Who would draw up such guidelines? Could the UN General Assembly or the International Court of Justice reach agreement? And if they did agree, how would such guidelines be applied and by whom?

Mr Daws suggested finding “a middle path between rigid guidelines and case-by-case ad hockery”. He cited approvingly the four threshold criteria proposed by Nicholas Wheeler, author of Saving Strangers, to determine the justice and wisdom of an intervention:

· A just cause: the existence of a supreme humanitarian emergency

· Last resort: all peaceful means must have been explored

· Proportionality: the use of force should result in more good than harm

· Likelihood of success: there must be a high probability that the use of force would achieve a positive humanitarian outcome.

He also cited the Canadian-inspired international commission, which concluded that the concept of the right to intervention should be replaced by “a responsibility to protect” – i.e. only when a state is unable or unwilling to protect its own citizens should the international community intervene.

On efforts to include NGOs and civil society more closely in UN activities, he warned that a disproportionate number of NGOs came from the industrialised world, and were regarded with suspicion by developing countries. Nonetheless, they had been much more actively included both through development activities in the field, and through the big global thematic conferences of the 1990s. It was possible that the high watermark of NGO involvement had already been reached. Where many aid agencies had sought to distribute their assistance through NGOs in the 1990s, they now recognised the dangers of having too weak a central government, and saw a need to develop greater local government capability.

The idea of creating and Economic and Social Security Council would be to ensure that agreed economic, social and environmental functions were implemented at international level, with more effectiveness than the present resolutions of the General Assembly, and decisions of the unwieldy (54-member) Economic and Social Council. It would not have powers to execute decisions, but would request other institutions such as the World Bank and IMF to do so. It would have no more than 20 members, with a voting structure designed to ensure that neither developed nor developing countries could pass resolutions without gaining at least some support from members of the other category.

On the question of Security Council reform, there seemed to be agreement that it needed to gain greater legitimacy, but often for different reasons: sometimes it was accused of failing to intervene, and sometimes of intervening too much. It was important first to identify whether the aim was to make it more functional and effective, or more democratic.

After the end of the Cold War, the Security Council had taken on a new lease of life, with a rise in consultations both amongst the Permanent Five, and in institutionalised consultations of the Council as a whole. This brought calls for increased transparency, and further calls for an enlarged membership.

Britain and France pay for the privilege of being P5 members, with a surcharge on the cost of contributions to peacekeeping. But both gain from being involved in all strategic issues. Neither has used its veto since 1989, but both gain leverage from being able to threaten to use it. Both officially support an expansion of the council to improve its representative nature, but limited enough to maintain its effectiveness. It is vital that it both be seen as legitimate, but also remains able to act promptly, with sufficient military, financial and diplomatic backing to ensure success in implementing decisions. Legally Britain and France can block any reform, but politically it would be hard to do so if such changes have overwhelming support of the remainder of the membership.

Mr Daws suggested that Britain and France might be supporting the inclusion of Germany as an additional member of the P5, in order to head off the pressure for having a European Union member instead of them all. One cannot support Germany without also adding Japan, but adding two industrialised countries to a Council already dominated by the North immediately invites demands for additional members from the South, as well as new non-permanent members. Would all new permanent members have the veto? We end up with the current stalemate.

With no immediate solution in sight, the focus must turn to improved working methods. As far as Britain and France are concerned, better and fuller consultations with their EU partners would help, given their comparative advantage as P5 members. The present danger is that they do not consult precisely when it is most important to do so – as in the dispute over Iraq.

In the concluding debate, Lord Wallace said that a co-ordinated EU position in the UN Security Council ought to be a positive contribution, not a threat. It should not be seen as an attempt to forge opposition to the US, but rather a partnership. “Not much of the co-ordination is visible to our parliaments and our media,” he said. “Perhaps it ought to be more visible.”

Sir Jeremy Greenstock said the discussion had not focussed enough on the role of the US, both the power it represented for positive global action, and the problem of its instinct to act unilaterally. “We have got to find a way of dealing with the US,” he said.

A problem lay in the tension between what diplomats do at the UN and what politicians do. The UN does not feature as much in the political agenda as organisations such as the EU or NATO. So when politicians come to the UN, they tend to misconstrue their interventions for their audience. “We have got to get politicians to think about their natural international constituencies,” he said.

In the US, politicians think they have the moral high ground “because it is powerful, and its people are not globally expansionist, and because it has been attacked.” But other countries are not approaching global issues “in a way that will keep the US on board.” He said that in particular because of Iraq, “we are not finding the right way of approaching the US together, to get them to think differently.

“It is not simply easier or more comfortable that we are together on these things. It is absolutely essential…to get an agreement with the US, and (work out) how we agree on long-term global issues.”

Professor John Groom said we do not have a unipolar system. We have a unipolar moment. But the unilateral behaviour of the US administration was causing severe international tension. “When do we move from being multilateral to multipolar?” he asked. “How much more do we have to put up with being kicked in the face?”

On the question of expanding the permanent membership of the Security Council, he suggested Italy would demand inclusion, if Germany came in. But then the EU would have four permanent members – which would be “unthinkable”.

Georges Le Guelte said the Security Council and P5 reflected a precise moment in world history in 1945. The balance did not work well, because of the Cold War. But it was pointless to try to remake something that would be the equivalent of the 1945 arrangement. Rather than try to reinvent it, the debate should focus very pragmatically on what works, and what does not work, in the UN system. The UN was irreplaceable as an international forum, but one must not exaggerate its capacity. The dream of 1945 had never been achieved.

Jacques Villemain contrasted the idea of multipolarity, and that of partnership. He suggested there was real partnership and false partnership. Nato, for example, was a partnership in which the members had no real autonomy. There was partnership that meant division of labour: that the US fights the wars, and the UN arrives with the sticking plaster later. “If it is this sort of partnership one has in view, I fear it will not be very attractive on the continent,” he said. “It is dangerous for the (survival of) the UN itself.” In Baghdad, for example, the UN and ICRC had got caught in the middle, because they were seen as surrogates for US action. So the meaning of partnership needed to be properly defined.

On the right of veto of the P5 members, he said it needed to be replaced with something more like a collective veto: “If there are enough abstentions, the resolution will not pass – like the second resolution on Iraq.” 

Britain and France never sought to reconcile their differences on Iraq because they were indicative of something much deeper: a matter of how they position themselves on the entire international scene in relation to the US, he said.

Andrew Page, from the British embassy in Paris, said there was a need to emphasise reconciliation, and bind up the wounds after the Iraq war. A lot depended on French relations with the US. But ultimately the US would judge France by what happened in Iraq.

Conclusions

In summing up the seminar, Alain Dejammet said that when there was a real global crisis, as in Vietnam or Cuba, the UN was unable to help. Yet we came back to it, for all its faults. It remained very important for Britain and France. They had not respected a UN Security Council resolution in 1956, at the time of the Suez crisis, but normally they played according to the global rules. The UK acted alone in the Falklands, but immediately informed the Security Council.

He said that although the seminar debated reforms and enlargement, it had not dealt with the question of whether Britain and France should consider giving up their permanent status in the Security Council in favour of an EU seat. “As far as France and Britain are concerned, the answer is undoubtedly that we should both remain permanent members.”

Sir Jeremy Greenstock said that it was important to be both realistic and quite positive about the future. In terms of analysis, Britain and France were united in subscribing to a multilateral system, and to ensuring the strength of the UN system. “We cannot conceive of any international institution being better than the UN if we started from scratch. It is a question of getting it to do what it can do, better. It cannot do everything.”

There was broad agreement on the range of global problems: proliferation of WMD, terrorism, state failure all figured. So did poverty, disease and destruction of the environment, as well as abuse of human rights.

In terms of structural problems in the UN, it lacked a “compelling force” in terms of implementation. “Nation states still rule, and they can avoid and ignore the UN if they want to.”

It was essential to make it clear that the UN was above politics. There was also broad agreement that “the voice of the global constituency” should be a bit more powerful. But there was some doubt that the UN could be a true democracy and remain effective.

In terms of prescriptions, he said, there was agreement that reform should not be too ambitious. The UN cannot handle all the big issues. But governments need to recognise “that there is a voice beyond governments.” Protection of national sovereignty is used as a hiding place for some members of the UN. It is an excuse for misbehaviour used by both the most powerful and the least powerful. “The most powerful do not wish to be constrained, and the least powerful do not wish to be attacked by the most powerful.”

Reforms should try to strengthen the most promising structures and agencies of the UN system. Lord Hannay’s suggestions had not been contested. But there was less talk of prescriptions than of challenges. One proposal would be for a rationalisation of all the agencies dealing with human rights into a single agency.

Institutional reform was very difficult. A pragmatic approach to Security Council reform, focussed on working practices and methods, was helpful, and could be explored further. There was not much enthusiasm for the idea of an Economic and Social Security Council. There was more support for a continuing and developing role for NGOs.

Giving a greater role to the intermediate countries (India, Brazil, etc) was seen as a necessity, and yet there was a problem: the great powers had an agenda relevant to the UN; the least developed countries also had an agenda. However, the middle powers did not seem to have any real share in the UN’s main lines of business.

The question remained: how do we manage the US, and how do we form a better relationship with it? Polarisation would be very dangerous, if the US got used to deciding its course of action before consulting its partners. “We must try to get the US to see that danger.” Both Britain and France had a vital role to play in persuading the US to stay in the game.
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